Prospective evaluation of some candidate tumor markers in the diagnosis of pancreatic cancer.
As part of a prospective diagnostic protocol, patients suspected of having pancreatic cancer had systemic and portal venous blood samples assayed, in coded batches, for peptide hormones and enzymes thought to be of potential value as tumor markers. An average of 111 patients were tested for each candidate marker. Results were analyzed by dividing patients into three groups according to the definitive diagnoses. These were pancreatic cancer (32% of patients), other cancers (27%), and benign diseases (41%). Although elevated mean levels of fasting plasma glucose and serum alkaline phosphatase were found in the pancreatic cancer group, there were no significant differences in the mean levels of any of the candidate markers studied in the three groups. The diagnostic values of normal and elevated levels of each candidate marker studied have been calculated. None has proven to be as useful as the serum level of pancreatic oncofetal antigen, fasting plasma glucose, or serum alkaline phosphatase in the diagnosis or exclusion of pancreatic cancer.